Smokers are more likely to try to quit tobacco cigarettes if they also use electronic cigarettes, but they are more likely to succeed if they are daily users of "tank" devices, which are designed to be refilled with "e-liquid" rather than a cartridge, researchers from King's College and University College London have found.
The two studies, published on 21 April in Addiction and Nicotine and Tobacco Research, were based on a survey of smoking behaviour of more than 1500 UK smokers, who were surveyed first in December 2012 and then one year later in December 2013. Some of the smokers were already using e-cigarettes.
The first study found that smokers who were already using e-cigarettes daily at study baseline were more likely than smokers who did not use the devices to try to quit (odds ratio 2.11 (95% confidence interval 1.24 to 3.58); P=0.006) but no more likely to succeed at quitting (odds ratio 0.62 (0.28 to 1.37); P=0.24).
1 However, if they were still smoking at one year they were more likely than non-users of e-cigarettes to have cut down substantially on the number of tobacco cigarettes they smoked (odds ratio 2.49 (1.14 to 5.45); P=0.02).
The researchers did not find use of e-cigarettes less frequently than daily to be associated at one year of follow-up with increased frequency of quit attempts, success in quitting, or cutting down on the number of cigarettes smoked, when compared with non-use of e-cigarettes.
The second study looked not only at how often e-cigarettes were used but also at the types of device used.
2 At one year follow-up 587 people were using e-cigarettes, 76% of whom were using "cigalikes" and 24% "tank" models. Cigalikes resemble tobacco cigarettes and are disposable or use replaceable cartridges. Tank models look different from cigarettes and have containers that are refilled with e-liquid.
Daily use of a tank device was found to be associated with likelihood of quitting. Just over a quarter (28%) of daily tank users and 13% of people who didn't use any type of e-cigarette had quit smoking after one year (P=0.001). People who used cigalikes less than daily were less likely to have quit than non-users of e-cigarettes, with only 5% of cigalike users quitting (P<0.001). Tank device users who did not use the devices daily and daily users of cigalikes were less likely to have quit than non-users of e-cigarettes at one year, with 9% and 11% quitting, respectively, although these differences were not significant.
One of the researchers, Sara Hitchman, said, "At this point we don't know why people who use tank type e-cigarettes daily are more likely to quit. Research suggests that tanks might deliver nicotine more effectively and perhaps be more satisfying to users, but there may also be other factors, including price and the ways that tanks allow the user to adapt the product, such as the nicotine content and the flavour of the liquid."
Commenting on the first study, Martin McKee, professor of European public health at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, said that it indicated that "daily or less than daily use of electronic cigarettes is, if anything, associated with fewer people succeeding in quitting." He added, "This certainly helps to understand the growing interest of the tobacco industry in these products."
McKee pointed out that the second study was small and that, as the authors noted, tank users tended to be older and to have a lower education and income. "While these are adjusted for in the analyses, without a randomised controlled trial it will be impossible to determine whether the association is causal," he said. "Moreover, it is only if they use these products daily that, in this small study, they appear to achieve any benefit in terms of cessation. Thus, if this really does, eventually, turn out to be a true effect, then it argues for the use of these products within a regulated cessation programme, rather than using them as a consumer good." Ann McNeill, a coauthor of the studies and professor of tobacco addiction at the Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience at King's College London, told a press conference on the new studies that the cost and complexity of the regulation of nicotine containing devices as medicines currently favoured the tobacco industry. "We wouldn't want to see some of the non-tobacco industry producers being taken off the market. What we need is evolution [and] innovation, and it is innovation that got us the tank models," she said.
